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Rosie Romano

INCREASING VOTER TURNOUT: CAN MASS 
TRANSIT HELP?

Abstract Since the mid-20th Century, voting rights activists have sought to open the American electoral system and 

UHGXFH�WKH�FRVWV�RI�YRWLQJ�IRU�DOO�FLWL]HQV���,Q�WKLV�VWXG\��,�ORRN�VSHFL¿FDOO\�DW�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�SROOLQJ�SODFH�ORFDOL]DWLRQ�LQ�

relation to mass transit stops on voter turnout rates in the District of Columbia.  By compiling precinct-level data on 

the 2008 General Election and the 2010 Democratic Primary Election and measuring the distance between polling 

places and the nearest Metrorail station, I am able to determine the extent to which mass transit can lower the cost 

RI�YRWLQJ���7KURXJK�OLQHDU�UHJUHVVLRQ�DQDO\VLV��,�¿QG�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�FOHDU�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�GLVWDQFH�IURP�D�

polling place to the nearest Metrorail station and voter turnout rates.  This study functions as an introduction to the 

potential voting rights implications of the availability of mass transit near polling places.  Despite being unable to 

reject my null hypothesis in this study, I argue that a convenient mass transit system is capable of reducing the 

costs of voting among racial minorities and people of low-income status.    

Literature Review

The Cost of Voting

� 7KURXJKRXW�$PHULFDQ�KLVWRU\��YRWHU�TXDOL¿FDWLRQV�DQG�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�HOHFWRUDO�V\VWHP�KDYH�

SURYHQ�UHPDUNDEO\�PDOOHDEOH���3HUKDSV�PRVW�VLJQL¿FDQWO\��WKH�9RWLQJ�5LJKWV�$FW�RI�������95$��DGGUHVVHG�

systemic issues of racial discrimination to increase the ability of minority voters to participate in the 

electoral process.  While the VRA’s remedial provisions provide for federal oversight in the maintenance 

of ballot access for all voters, the likelihood for certain demographic groups to participate electorally 

remains highly unequal.  Broadly speaking, studies have indicated a positive relationship between 

socioeconomic status and voter participation rates (Verba and Nie 1972; Murry and Vedlitz 1977).  As 

measures of socioeconomic status often incorporate data on educational attainment and income levels 

of population groups, studies investigating these individual components have also demonstrated a 

VLJQL¿FDQW�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�YRWHU�WXUQRXW�UDWHV���6SHFL¿FDOO\��UHVHDUFKHUV�KDYH�IRXQG�WKDW�HGXFDWLRQ�KDV�

a positive effect on voter registration rates and level of political awareness, which translate into higher 

electoral participation rates (Jackson 1995).  Citizens that have achieved a higher level of education are 

better prepared to navigate the registration process and more likely to gain a sense of satisfaction from 

voting (Morton 2006).  In addition, income as a measure of economic well-being has also been shown 

to impact voter turnout.  For example, in a study on the impact of economic adversity on electoral 

SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��5RVHQVWRQH� �������¿QGV� WKDW�KLJK�SRYHUW\�DQG�XQHPSOR\PHQW� OHYHOV�JUHDWO\�GHFUHDVH�

voter turnout rates.
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� 7KH�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�LQFRPH�DVSHFWV�RI�D�YRWHU¶V�LGHQWLW\�LPSDFW�WKH�VSHFL¿F�FRVW�D�SHUVRQ�PXVW�

incur in order to vote.  Based on statistical analysis, Morton (2006) determines that for most citizens 

voting is a costly activity, and a rational person would choose not to vote in almost all circumstances.  

Indeed, according to a registration and election data compiled by the United States Census, citizens 

expressed a wide variety of reasons for not voting.  In the 2008 general election, according to data 

assembled by the United States Election Project at George Mason University, nationwide turnout 

among the voting-eligible population (VEP) was over 62 percent.  Among the nearly 38 percent of the 

VEP that did not vote, the most popular reasons for not voting were “Too busy” (17.5 percent), “Illness 

or disability” (14.9 percent), and “Not interested” (13.4 percent) (U.S. Census 2008).  Based on the 

analysis of literature on this topic, it seems reasonable that these costs can be more easily overcome on 

an individual basis by citizens that have higher levels of educational attainment and income.  Citizens 

ZLWK� JUHDWHU� HGXFDWLRQDO� DQG� ¿QDQFLDO� UHVRXUFHV� FDQ� RYHUFRPH� WKH� FRVW� RI� YRWLQJ�� GHVSLWH� LOOQHVV��

GLVDELOLW\�� RU� ODFN� RI� LQWHUHVW� EHFDXVH� RI� WKH�PRUH� WDQJLEOH� VRFLDO� DQG� ³GXW\� RI� FLWL]HQVKLS´� EHQH¿WV�

(Morton 2006).  In other words, more educated citizens are more likely to feel a sense of personal 

pride and receive respect from their peers in casting their ballot.  Also, voters who are experienced in 

interacting with bureaucratic systems as a result of higher educational attainment, such as university 

or corporate institutions, are more likely to be able to navigate the voter register process and make it to 

the polls (Jackson 1995).

 In addition to the participation barriers cited most by citizens, two other reasons for not 

voting deserve further consideration: “Inconvenient polling place” (reported by 2.7 percent of the VEP) 

and “Transportation problems” (2.6 percent) (U.S. Census 2008).  Both barriers, while reported by a 

relatively small percentage of the population, have been studied and found to be relevant concerns in 

analyzing voter turnout.  In a 2005 study on the importance of the location of polling places, Haspel 

DQG�.QRWWV� ������� IRXQG� WKDW� ³GLVWDQFH� >WR� D�SROOLQJ�SODFH@�KDV� D� VWDWLVWLFDOO\� VLJQL¿FDQW� LPSDFW�RQ�

the voting decision” (567).  Similarly, in an analysis of Los Angeles polling places, Brady and McNulty 

(2011) found that the rate of voting at the polling place decreased as the distance to the polling place 

increased (124).  Again, in a study on the relationship between distance to a polling place and absentee 

YRWLQJ��'\FN�DQG�*LPSHO��������IRXQG�WKDW�DV�GLVWDQFH�LQFUHDVHV�SUHFLQFW�YRWLQJ�GURSV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\��

while absentee voting by mail greatly increases. As a result, recent efforts to increase voter turnout have 

focused on increasing the number of polling places (Morton 2006).  Ideally, this practice will decrease 

the distance to a polling place, thus increasing turnout.    

 Other researchers have argued that distance to a polling place is not the only aspect of 

location that should be analyzed in seeking to explain voter turnout.  In 2009, Barreto, Cohen-Marks, 

and Woods conducted a study of the physical characteristic of polling places in Los Angeles.  The 

researchers distributed a survey to examine the quality of polling places based on eight key criteria, 

including visibility of the location, availability of parking, and reliability of voting machines.  Upon 

analysis of their data, they found that “low-quality precincts are not randomly distributed across the city 

and instead are more likely to be found in low-income and minority neighborhoods” (455).  Moreover, 

the concentration of low-quality precincts in communities that are already more likely to record lower 

YRWHU� WXUQRXW� UDWHV� FUHDWHV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� YRWLQJ� ULJKWV� LVVXH� �%DUUHWR� HW� DO�� ������� �:KLOH� WKLV� VWXG\�

discusses precinct quality from a ballot access perspective, it also has implications for voter turnout.  

Maintaining high-quality precincts, like creating a polling place near a voter’s residence, will reduce 
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the cost of voting and thereby increase voter turnout.  Indeed, Gimpel and Schuknecht (2003) found 

WKDW�VRPH�SUHFLQFWV�DUH�PRUH�DFFHVVLEOH�WKDQ�RWKHUV��DQG�DFFHVVLELOLW\�PDNHV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�

turnout.  

 However, one feature of the distance to a polling place that researchers have overlooked is 

the accessibility of the polling place to voters who utilize mass transit services, such as city bus or rail 

systems.  Research shows that there is high demand for mass transit services among low-income and 

minority residents (Garrett and Taylor 1999).  Thus, based on previous research showing an inverted 

relationship between the distance to a polling place and voter turnout, it is relevant to investigate 

whether the distance of a polling place from mass transits stations has an impact on voter turnout rates.  

Furthermore, the ability to access a polling place by way of mass transit, as an additional element of the 

quality precinct index (Barreto et al. 2009) may reduce the cost of voting to provide more citizens with 

the opportunity to participate.

A Special Case: The District of Columbia

 In analyzing the relationship between polling place location and voter turnout rates, 

the District of Columbia provides an interesting case study.  The unique political and demographic 

characteristics of the District of Columbia demand creative solutions to alleviate disparities in electoral 

participation.  Unlike any other local political community in the United States, the District of Columbia 

was created by the Constitution in order to “be free from any state control so as not to be obstructed 

LQ� LWV�DFWLRQV�DQG�QRW� WR�EH�VXEMHFWHG� WR�DQ\� LQÀXHQFH�FRQWUDU\� WR� WKH�QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVW´� �)UDQFKLQR�

1957, 213).  As a result of this constitutional provision, residents of the District were not allowed to 

YRWH� LQ� SUHVLGHQWLDO� HOHFWLRQV� XQWLO� WKH� UDWL¿FDWLRQ� RI� WKH� ��rd Amendment in 1961 (Schrag 1989).  

Moreover, the District of Columbia did not have representation on the national stage until 1971 when 

its citizens gained the ability to elect a non-voting, participatory delegate to the United States House of 

Representatives, and in 1990, a three-member shadow congressional delegation traditionally awarded 

to territories preparing for statehood (Raskin 1999).  

 Locally, residents of the District of Columbia remained under the absolute authority of 

Congress until the District of Columbia Home Rule Act was passed in 1973.  This act allowed for the 

election of a mayor and a thirteen-member city council, although Congress maintained “expressly 

reserved power to stop local legislation from becoming effective” (Schrag 1989, 313).  Following these 

developments in federal representation and local governance, the District of Columbia has engaged 

in several attempts to enter the Union as a state (Schrag 1989).  Today, according to the District of 

Columbia City Council website, “DC residents seek Statehood because it is the most appropriate 

mechanism to grant the US citizens who reside in the District of Columbia the full privileges of American 

FLWL]HQVKLS«>LQFOXGLQJ@�IXOO�YRWLQJ�ULJKWV�´��7KXV��WKH�FRQWHQWLRXV�JRYHUQPHQWDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�VLWXDWLRQ�

in the District of Columbia provides a unique atmosphere in which to investigate the institutional costs 

of voting related to the locations of polling places.        

 Moreover, considering the voting rights implications surrounding the creation of precinct 

maps, it is important to understand the historical and demographic characteristics of the area.  

According to 2010 U.S. Census data, the District of Columbia is a racially diverse, yet highly segregated 

region home to over 600,000 people.  In a special U.S. Census report entitled “Demographic Trends 

in the 20th Century,” Hobbs and Stoops (2002) report that “the population in the District of Columbia 
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has been 50 percent or more black since 1960” (92).  The combination of a majority black population 

DQG�FRPSOHWH�'LVWULFW�ZLGH�GLVHQIUDQFKLVHPHQW�IRU�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�SDUW�RI�LWV�KLVWRU\�VHUYHV�WR�LOOXPLQDWH�

WKH�SROLWLFDO�FOLPDWH�LQ�ZKLFK�UHVLGHQWV�RI�WKH�QDWLRQ¶V�FDSLWDO�FRQWLQXH�WR�¿JKW�IRU�HTXDO�YRWLQJ�ULJKWV���

In fact, despite the relatively recent expansion of voting rights within the District of Columbia, Raskin 

(1999) argues that due to the city’s majority-minority status, the categorical denial of the right to vote 

for voting members of the United States House of Representatives and Senate  “bears an uncomfortable 

resemblance to political apartheid” (67).  

Among the eight wards of local governance, the racial and socioeconomic disparities raise 

valid questions about how the District of Columbia maintains equitable election administration and 

access to the ballot.  For example, 2010 U.S. Census data assembled by NeighborhoodInfo DC show the 

extreme variance in the presence of certain racial groups, reporting a 96 percent black population in 

Ward 7 (located in the southeast corner of the District) compared to only a 5.6 percent black population 

Ward 3 (located in the northwest corner).  In general, the white population is concentrated in the 

northwestern quadrant, while the black population, along with an increasing number of Hispanic 

people, makes up a majority of the other three quadrants.  Similarly, reported annual family incomes 

vary from over $257,000 in Ward 3 to just more than $44,000 in Ward 8 (located in the southwest 

corner).         

In addition, who votes and how they vote can be telling in an investigation into the fairness 

of election administration and polling place locations.  On the whole, the District of Columbia Board 

of Elections and Ethics (DCBOEE) 2008 General Election registration statistics reports about 427,000 

registered voters.  By the 2010 General Election, the number of registered voters had increased to over 

453,000 people.  Registered voters are distributed fairly evenly among all eight wards with the largest 

variance between Ward 7 (79 percent registered) and Ward 2 (58 percent registered, located in the 

northwest quadrant).  In reporting these statistics, however, it is important to note that Ward 7 claims 

the second-to-fewest number of residents, while Ward 2 is home to the largest overall population.  

The absolute number of registered voters per ward varies from over 59,000 in Ward 4 (located in the 

northeast corner) to about 46,500 in Ward 8.  

0RUHRYHU�� SROLWLFDO� SDUW\� LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�GRHV�QRW� GLIIHU� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� DPRQJ�ZDUGV�� � ,Q� WKH�

District of Columbia, 75 percent of all registered voters align themselves with the Democratic Party, 

and no single ward electorate is composed of fewer than 65 percent of Democratic Party voters.  While 

YRWHU�UHJLVWUDWLRQ�UDWHV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�SDUW\�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�FHUWDLQO\�YDU\�IURP�HOHFWLRQ�WR�HOHFWLRQ�GXH�WR�

population changes and shifts in the political climate, these differences are much more obvious in voter 

turnout rates.  For example, in the 2008 Presidential Election, the candidacy of Barack Obama spurred 

an increase in turnout in seven of the eight District of Columbia wards when compared to 2004 voter 

turnout rates (DCBOEE).  In 2008, the highest and lowest voter turnout rates differed by just over 

seven percentage points.  In 2004, that number was 20 percentage points.  

Research Design

 Through analysis of past research, it is clear there a strong relationship between distance 

to polling places and voter turnout.  In addition, the creation of quality precincts can reduce the 

costs of voting and provide more citizens with the ability to vote.  The role of mass transit in the 

struggle to increase voter turnout and maintain quality precincts has yet to be explored.  As previously 
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discussed, the District of Columbia provides a unique case for analysis of electoral questions due to 

its political status, racial and socioeconomic composition, and electoral system.  Moreover, according 

to a 2009 survey by the U.S. Census, the greater District of Columbia region is home to the third-

highest transit ridership among urbanized areas (U.S. Census 2012).   This system, which includes 

Metrorail and Metrobus, is administered by the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority 

(WMATA).  By combining these factors, I designed a research question to examine whether the 

distance to a polling place from the nearest Metrorail station has an effect on the voter turnout within 

WKDW�VSHFL¿F�SUHFLQFW���,�K\SRWKHVL]H�WKDW�FLWL]HQV�RI�WKH�'LVWULFW�RI�&ROXPELD�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�YRWH�LI�

their polling place is located near a Metrorail station, especially among low-income areas.  Thus, the 

null hypothesis to be tested is that proximity to a Metrorail station has no effect on the rate at which 

District of Columbia citizens vote.

 In seeking to test this hypothesis, I designed a cross-sectional case study to compare rates of 

voter turnout with the distance between polling places and the nearest Metrorail station.  To test the 

independent variable of distance to a polling place from the nearest Metrorail station, I gathered data 

on the location of polling places from the DCBOEE website and Metrorail stations from the WMATA 

website.  While previous studies on the relationship between distance from a citizen’s residence to his 

or her polling place have utilized Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to calculate precise distance 

measurements (Dyck and Gimpel 2005; Gimpel and Schuknecht 2003; Haspel and Knotts 2005), I 

was not able to utilize this technology in conducting my research.  Instead, the mapping capabilities 

of Google provided a user-friendly and cost-effective alternative to GIS software, which allowed me to 

approximate the walking distance in miles to the polling place from the nearest Metrorail station.  Then, 

in order to create a visual representation of this variable, I plotted the polling places and the Metrorail 

stations that serve them on a “DC Citywide Ward Map with Precincts” created by the DCBOEE.  Based on 

an initial visual analysis, I decided to aggregate the location data by dividing the data into eight groups 

to investigate whether different relationships to voter turnout rates exist among the individual wards.  

Then, considering theories from previous research in conjunction with the U.S. Census demographic 

data discussed previously, I sought to examine the differing statistical relationships between the two 

variables among the wards.

 In order to gain a more representative sample of the recent participation rates in DC elections, 

I chose to look at data from two elections, including both a general election and a primary election.  The 

2008 general election, as previously discussed, featured a forty-year high in voter turnout nationwide 

(United States Election Project).  This trend was evident in the District of Columbia election results, 

as well.  With increased participation among statistically unlikely voters, such as blacks and people in 

lower income brackets, the 2008 general election results potentially exaggerate the overall electoral 

participation rates of many voters.  In other words, characteristics of the political atmosphere in 2008, 

including the popularity of the candidacy of Barack Obama, likely lowered the cost of voting for many 

citizens to the extent that mass transit played a less obvious role in turnout rates.

2Q�WKH������SULPDU\�HOHFWLRQ�GD\��WKH�'&%2((�DGPLQLVWHUHG�WKUHH�SDUW\�VSHFL¿F�SULPDU\�

elections.  Overall, the voter turnout rate for the Democratic Party, Republican Party and the DC 

Statehood Green Party primaries was just over 37 percent.  In order to capitalize on a slightly higher 

voter turnout rate (at about 40 percent), I chose to focus just on the Democratic primary.  Moreover, two 

unique characteristics of the Democratic primary election made it an interesting case to include in this 
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study.  First, the 2010 Democratic primary ballot featured all competitive races, as is often the case for 

District Democrats, but rarely the case for General Elections and the other parties’ primary elections.  

Second, by considering an election in which only registered Democrats are eligible to participate, the 

results of the statistical analysis may indicate a partisan divide in mass transit use among District of 

&ROXPELD�YRWHUV�� �7KH�FRQWUDVWLQJ�YRWHU� WXUQRXW� UDWHV��DV�ZHOO�DV� WKH�VSHFL¿F�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�HDFK�

election, provided ample data from which to draw conclusions on the role of mass transit in voter 

participation. 

In addition, to limit the voter turnout rate to the voters who actually traveled to their assigned 

polling place, I only considered the election day turnout as provided by the DCBOEE (excluding those 

voters who participated via absentee or provisional ballots).

The Electoral System of the District of Columbia 

 Other factors that must be taken into account in analyzing the relationship between voter 

turnout rates and the distance from individual polling places to the nearest Metrorail station include the 

institutional rules and regulations of the District of Columbia electoral system.  First, the electoral map 

is composed of 143 precincts, each with its own polling place.  The same polling places were used for 

both elections considered here.  In 2008, the precincts varied in number of registered voters between 

581 voters and 5,789 voters.  Accounting only for Democratic voters, in 2010, the precincts varied from 

443 voters to 4,636 voters.  However, the average precinct contains just fewer than 3,000 registered 

voters for the general election and just over 2,300 voters for the Democratic primary election.  The 

143 polling places are located in a variety of public buildings throughout the District.  Certainly, as 

Barreto et al. (2009) suggest, the quality of these polling locations varies.  Indeed, in measuring the 

independent variable for this study, I found that the walking distance between the polling place and a 

Metrorail station varies between 0.09 miles and 2.3 miles.

 Moreover, the District of Columbia municipal regulations dictate certain rules for 

participating in an election.  Like many states across the nation, the District of Columbia has opened 

its electoral system to encourage voter turnout and reduce the voting inequities that have historically 

plagued many jurisdictions.  For example, under Rule 3-713, a registered voter is permitted to cast a 

special ballot at a polling place in a precinct that is not his or her precinct of residence.  While a voter 

FDVWLQJ�D�VSHFLDO�EDOORW�ZLOO�QRW�EH�DEOH�WR�GHFODUH�D�SUHIHUHQFH�IRU�ZDUG�OHYHO�RI¿FLDOV�RU�ORFDO�DGYLVRU\�

neighborhood commission representatives, their vote will be counted in federal and District-wide 

races (DCMR Rule 3-714.13).  Because the voters who took advantage of this rule in the 2008 General 

Election submitted a provisional ballot, they were not included in this study.  

However, the potential voting rights concerns raised by the accessibility of polling places 

by way of Metrorail may be somewhat alleviated by these relatively new laws that serve to open the 

electoral system and decrease the cost of voting.  In terms of Primary Elections, the DCBOEE enforces 

a closed primary system, which means voters can only participate if they are registered with a party 

preference (DCMR Rule 1-1001.09).  In addition, voters are not permitted to change their preference 

RQ�WKH�GD\�RI�WKH�HOHFWLRQ���7KLV�UHJXODWLRQ�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKLV�VWXG\�EHFDXVH�

ideally it eliminates cross-over voters from other parties and gives credence to the argument that a 

partisan divide may exist in mass transit use by voters accessing polling places.
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Metrorail Ridership

 A second set of characteristics unique to the institutions analyzed by this research are those 

surrounding Metrorail.  According to the WMATA website, the Metrorail system began operating in 

�������7RGD\��0HWURUDLO�IHDWXUHV����VWDWLRQV�RQ�¿YH�OLQHV�ZLWK�D�WRWDO�RI�����PLOHV�RI�WUDFN��:0$7$����

In discussing the voting rights implications of the proximity of polling places to Metrorail stations, it 

is relevant to investigate the demographic composition of the passengers.  In June of 2010, WMATA 

released a report to justify the proposed adjustments to routes and fares throughout the District of 

Columbia mass transit system.  The document, entitled “Title VI Equity Evaluation,” uses data from 

Rail Passenger Surveys as well as the U.S. Census to provide introductory demographic information.  

According to the report, minority passengers account for 45 percent of Metrorail ridership, while low 

income passengers account for 14 percent of the ridership.  The report also shows that minority and 

low income passengers make up a far greater percentage of Metrobus ridership, although this aspect 

of WMATA’s mass transit services will not be confronted in this research.  Rather, I chose to focus 

on Metrorail’s impact on voter turnout because the abundance of Metrobus stops would diminish the 

possibility for variable distances to polling places among the precincts.  In addition, because the role of 

mass transit use in increasing access to the polls has not been explored in any capacity, this study sets a 

benchmark for future research on mass transit by focusing on a single mode of transportation.    

Statistical Analysis

 After compiling the quantitative data, I conducted linear regression analyses of the variables 

for both elections in all eight wards.  Other variables mentioned previously, including ward-level 

demographic data, partisan preference, and electoral competitiveness were considered in a more 

qualitative manner as they applied to the results of the statistical analysis.     

Findings

 The two main variables used to conduct this research, the percentage of voter turnout in 

the 2008 general election and the 2010 Democratic primary election and the distance in miles from 

polling places to the nearest Metrorail station, produced a wide range of data.  In 2008, among the 

143 precincts, voter turnout rates varied from a low of 37.3 percent to a high of 64.7 percent.  In 2010, 

turnout rates among Democratic voters varied from 16.9 percent to 64.9 percent.  In addition, the 

highest and lowest distances from polling place to the nearest Metrorail station varied by over 2.1 

miles.  

 However, the lower rates of voter turnout did not correlate with the greatest distance from 

the polling place to a Metrorail station.  A bivariate correlation test between the district-wide voter 

turnout rate and the walking distance from polling places to the nearest Metrorail station produced 

VWDWLVWLFDOO\� LQVLJQL¿FDQW� FRUUHODWLRQ� FRHI¿FLHQW� �U�� IRU� ERWK� WKH� ����� JHQHUDO� HOHFWLRQ� �U�  � �������

DQG�WKH������'HPRFUDWLF�SULPDU\�HOHFWLRQ��U� ���������� �%DVHG�RQ�WKLV�¿UVW�FRUUHODWLRQ�WHVW�� WKH�QXOO�

hypothesis remains valid, and the proximity of Metrorail stations has no impact on voter turnout rates 

at the District-level.

� %DVHG�RQ�WKH�UHJUHVVLRQ�DQDO\VLV��QRQH�RI�WKH�ZDUGV�SURGXFHG�D�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQL¿FDQW�UHVXOW�

LQ�VXSSRUW�RI�WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�QXOO�K\SRWKHVLV���6HYHUDO�RI�WKH�UHJUHVVLRQ�FRHI¿FLHQWV�KDYH�W�UDWLRV�WKDW�
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DSSURDFK�WKH�LQIRUPDO�WKUHVKROG�IRU�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�����)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�������WKH�UHJUHVVLRQ�FRHI¿FLHQWV�

voter turnout rates in Ward 1 and Ward 2 both have t-ratios over 1.4.  Similarly, in 2010, Ward 4 

has a t-ratio over 1.4.  However, the resulting P-values for every Ward in both elections are extremely 

high, ranging from 0.16 (Ward 1, 2008 General Election) to 0.897 (Ward 2, 2010 Democratic Primary 

Election).  For reference, if the P-value is greater than 0.05, then the observations occur too frequently 

E\�FKDQFH�WR�EH�GHWHUPLQHG�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQL¿FDQW���

� $QDO\VLV�RI�WKH�DGMXVWHG�5�VTXDUHG�YDOXHV�FRQ¿UPV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�YRWHU�

turnout and polling place proximity to Metrorail stations.  The visual representations of the data feature 

EHVW�¿W�OLQHV�WKDW�DUH�HVVHQWLDOO\�KRUL]RQWDO��LQGLFDWLQJ�QR�GLVFHUQLEOH�OLQHDU�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�

variables in either 2008 or 2010.  While previous studies have indicated that the relationship between 

polling place accessibility and voter turnout is non-linear (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2003), this data does 

not suggest any alternative relationship.  Thus, it is clear that the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. 

Ward Election Adjusted R 
Square %HWD�&RHI¿FLHQW t-Ratio Sig

1
2008 – Gen. -0.074 -0.369 -1.486 0.160

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.008 -0.244 -0.942 0.362

2
2008 – Gen. 0.074 -0.381 -1.429 0.179

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.082 -0.038 -0.132 0.897

3
2008 – Gen. -0.027 0.192 0.756 0.461

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.019 -0.212 -0.839 0.415

4
2008 – Gen. 0.003 0.235 1.028 0.318

2010 – Pr. (D) 0.055 0.324 1.453 0.163

5
2008 – Gen. -0.051 0.106 0.426 0.676

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.056 -0.077 -0.308 0.762

6
2008 – Gen. -0.056 0.077 0.308 0.762

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.050 -0.107 -0.431 0.672

7
2008 – Gen. -0.026 0.136 0.644 0.526

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.002 0.204 0.979 0.338

8
2008 – Gen. -0.054 0.129 0.488 0.633

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.017 0.224 0.862 0.403

Table 1: Distance to mass transit on precinct voter turnout by ward

Election
(all wards)

Adjusted R 
Square

Beta 
&RHI¿FLHQW t-Ratio Sig

2008 – Gen. -0.007 0.001 0.010 0.992

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.007 -0.014 -0.171 0.864

Table 2: Distance to mass transit on precinct voter turnout
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� 7KH� LQDELOLW\� WR� DFKLHYH� VWDWLVWLFDO� VLJQL¿FDQFH� WKURXJK� OLQHDU� UHJUHVVLRQ� DQDO\VLV� RI� WKH�

relationship between these variables suggests that other confounding variables might have an impact on 

voter turnout rates in relationship to mass transit ridership.  Several potentially explanatory variables 

are mentioned here as secondary variables, such as demographic data, partisanship, and electoral 

competitiveness.  Upon initial analysis, the relationship (or lack thereof) between voter turnout rates 

and the distance between polling places and Metrorail stations is not obviously affected by any of the 

secondary variables in any of the wards.  However, if taken out of the context of this particular research 

question, these secondary variables, particularly demographic characteristics, certainly impact the 

likelihood of citizens to vote, as well as the likelihood that they use some form of mass transit to get to 

the polls.  

Future Research

 While this study on the role of mass transit in District of Columbia voter turnout rates proved 

WR�EH�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�LQVLJQL¿FDQW��WKHUH�DUH�VHYHUDO�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFK�GHVLJQ�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�DGDSWHG�

WR� SRWHQWLDOO\� SURGXFH� VWDWLVWLFDOO\� VLJQL¿FDQW� UHVXOWV�� � )LUVW�� WKH�PHWKRG� XVHG� LQ� WKLV� FDVH� FRXOG� EH�

applied to another city.  The racial and socioeconomic residential segregation and the characteristics of 

Metrorail passengers in the District of Columbia introduce many secondary variables to this research, 

as mentioned above.  

� )LUVW��DQG�SHUKDSV�PRVW� VLJQL¿FDQWO\��PRGLI\LQJ� WKH�VSHFL¿F� UHVHDUFK�PHWKRG�XVHG� LQ� WKLV�

study may produce more valid results.  For example, rather than relying solely on statistical data, 

perhaps a survey of actual voters could provide more insight to questions on the relationship between 

the accessibility of a polling place by way of mass transit and the likelihood a person will vote.  The use of 

statistical data in this study assumes that all voters access the polls by way of mass transit.  Realistically 

speaking, this is not the case, as most precincts are too compact to necessitate use of the Metrorail 

system for voters travelling from their residences to the polling place.  Thus, survey data may provide 

a better sample for this research question.  Moreover, the ease and convenience of using the Metrorail 

system from the perspective of a college student may not be a universally supported view, and thus, 

utilizing mass transit would not reduce the cost of voting enough to result in widespread increases 

in voter turnout rates.  In this way, more qualitative data could alleviate bias as a consequence of 

overarching assumptions.    

 Perhaps a city with a more homogeneous population would provide data capable of exceeding 

WKH�OLPLW�RI�VWDWLVWLFDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH��DV�UDFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�GLVSDULWLHV�ZRXOG�KDYH�D�OHVV�REYLRXV�LPSDFW�

on voting.  Similarly, a geographically larger city with a less concentrated population in which polling 

places are farther apart or markedly more or less accessible by mass transit may yield more substantive 

results.  In addition, the political situation in the District of Columbia increases the cost of voting by 

limiting substantial participation of elected representatives within the federal government.  In other 

words, District of Columbia voters who participate in the Congressional elections may get discouraged 

EHFDXVH�WKH\�HVVHQWLDOO\�YRWH�IRU�D�¿JXUHKHDG�ZKR�KDV�OLWWOH�SRZHU�WR�HQDFW�FKDQJH�RQ�WKHLU�EHKDOI�

 Finally, the data limits imposed on this study could be alleviated to introduce more cases 

RU�H[SODQDWRU\�YDULDEOHV�� �)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�LQÀDWHG�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�UDWHV� LQ�WKH������*HQHUDO�(OHFWLRQ�

could be toned down by including multiple general elections worth of voter turnout rates.  Similarly, 
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the complex demographical situation in the District of Columbia could be accounted for by seeking out 

DQG�LQFOXGLQJ�SUHFLQFW�OHYHO�UDFLDO�DQG�VRFLRHFRQRPLF�GDWD�LQ�WKH�¿QDO�DQDO\VLV���&RQWUROOLQJ�IRU�FHUWDLQ�

demographic groups or employment status may help to refocus the analysis on those voters who use 

mass transit, rather than simply examining total turnout.  Finally, in framing this research question 

as a voting rights issue, it may make sense to analyze a different form of mass transit that is more 

IUHTXHQWO\�XWLOL]HG�E\�UDFLDOO\�DQG�¿QDQFLDOO\�PDUJLQDOL]HG�FLWL]HQV���$V�SUHYLRXVO\�GLVFXVVHG��:0$7$�

(2010) reported that far more racial minorities and people of lower socioeconomic status use city buses 

rather than Metrorail.    

Conclusion

 While the basic statistical results and analysis in this study proved to be largely inconclusive, 

there is great potential for further research by adapting the methods and data utilized here to produce 

PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�UHVXOWV���7KH�ZHDOWK�RI�SDVW�UHVHDUFK�RQ�WKH�FRVWV�RI�YRWLQJ�DQG�WKH�UROH�SROOLQJ�SODFH�

location plays in reducing those costs provides a sturdy foundation for additional research on this 

WRSLF���6SHFL¿FDOO\��WKH�UROH�WKDW�YDULRXV�PRGHV�RI�PDVV�WUDQVLW�SOD\�LQ�DGYDQFLQJ�WKH�PRELOLW\�RI�UDFLDO�

minorities and low-income groups to enhance their position within the electoral system should be 

investigated further.  Based on the background information provided in this paper, minority and low-

income communities make up a large portion of both the non-voter and the daily mass transit ridership 

populations.  

 Therefore, if election administrators make an effort to locate polling places along popularly 

traveled bus and rail routes, it seems logical that voter turnout among traditionally low-voting groups 

would increase.  Although the results of this study suggest that the availability of rail transit cannot 

explain voter turnout rates, this does not rule out the importance of other forms of mass transit or the 

VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�PDVV� WUDQVLW� LQ� FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU� YDULDEOHV�� �$QDO\VLV� RI� WKH�GLVWDQFH� WR�SROOLQJ�

places and voter turnout rates (Dyck and Gimpel 2005; Gimpel and Schuknecht 2003; Haspel and 

Knotts 2005) suggests that voters, especially members of minority and low-income groups, do not want 

to take time out of their daily routine to vote.  Thus, a polling place positioned at a bus or rail stop 

near a residential neighborhood should be able to attract voters as they travel to and from work or 

daily errands.  Similarly, voters who are not employed, but use mass transit or live in neighborhoods 

serviced by mass transit, also should be more likely to vote.  Of course, in many cases the characteristics 

of a high-quality precinct (Barreto et al. 2009), that would further increase participation are severely 

lacking in minority and low-income neighborhoods.

 Nonetheless, as voting rights activists attempt to create a more inclusive electoral system, 

aspects such as creating mass transit-accessible and visible, quality polling places should not be 

ignored.  Much of the current activity surrounding voting rights, especially in the District of Columbia, 

is centered on increasing both descriptive and substantive minority representation.  While this is 

certainly important in terms of meeting the social and political needs of these communities, increasing 

minority and low-income groups’ participation in the electoral process could arguably be more 

EHQH¿FLDO�� �,QGHHG��WKH�9RWLQJ�5LJKWV�$FW�RI������DWWHPSWHG�WR�SURYLGH�XQGHUUHSUHVHQWHG�PLQRULWLHV�

ZLWK�WKH�ULJKW�DQG�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�HOHFW�RI¿FLDOV�RI�WKHLU�FKRLFH���+RZHYHU��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�FUHDWLQJ�PDMRULW\�

PLQRULW\�GLVWULFWV�WKDW�ZLOO�HOHFW�PLQRULW\�RI¿FLDOV�VNHZV�WKH�LQWHQW�RI�WKH������OHJLVODWLRQ��DV�WKHUH�LV�QR�
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JXDUDQWHH�WKDW�PLQRULW\�RI¿FLDOV�ZLOO�WUXO\�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�ULJKWV�DQG�LQWHUHVWV�RI�PLQRULW\�FLWL]HQV���7KXV��

in an ideal world, polling places would be created equal and each voter regardless of the neighborhood 

he or she lived in would have to incur an equal cost in order to participate in the electoral system.  In 

this way, the discrepancies in voter turnout rates across racial, socioeconomic, and geographical lines 

would greatly diminish.  But, in reality, as researchers continue to consider the questions surrounding 

polling place location and voter turnout rates, it seems reasonable to consider the institutionalized 

FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�FLYLOL]HG�OLIH��VXFK�DV�PDVV�WUDQVLW�V\VWHPV���Ɉ

Election Pearson Correlation

2008 – Gen. 0.001

2010 – Pr. (D) -0.014

 1RWH��&RUUHODWLRQ�FRHI¿FLHQWV�IRXQG�XVLQJ�'LVWULFW�ZLGH�GDWD��

Table 3:  Correlation Table
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